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Abstract 
This study examined patterns of trust and communication that contribute towards development of quality parental 
attachment. Malaysian academically talented students studying at five different universities in the United States 
participated in the study.  The study employed a case study approach involving 98 academically talented students. 
The researcher used two interview techniques (in-depth and focus group interviews) to collect the data. The 
researcher developed an Interview Protocol consisting of 24 open-ended questions. Data collected were then 
analyzed using NVIVO7.  Ten main themes that contribute to healthy parental attachment emerged from the data; 
six of the themes (understanding, respect, shared trust, accessibility, responsiveness, expectations) described trust, 
while four themes (extensiveness, quantity, quality, and modes of communication)  describe the communication 
patterns. Both male and female students described their trust and communication as leaning towards their mothers, 
but male students’ patterns of communication are more unpredictable in nature. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Parent-child relationship is not built overnight, and the building process  is  never  easy. It takes both parties to 
trust and communicate the building process especially when both parents and child are not staying together.  This 
building process can  be exceptionally healthy, but it can also be psychologically disturbing.  According to Yalom 
(1985), many clients seek counseling services because they experience difficulties in establishing or maintaining 
significant  interpersonal relationships (Yalom, 1985) including relationship with parents. To understand how 
individuals relate to their significant others, mental health professionals will have to understand how they organize 
the elements of their significant relationships, especially within the issues of  trust and communication. 
Research on adolescence are plentiful, but research that focused on the parents-adolescent relationships are 
extremely rare (Bogels, & Brechman-Toussaint, 2006; Arbona & Power, 2003; Meeus, Oosterwegel, & Vollebergh, 
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2002; Noriah, 2000; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Ainsworth, Blehar & Walls, 1978; Paterson, Field & Pryor, 
1995). Similarly, research conducted on the contributions of these relationships to adolescent development (Brack, 
Gay & Matheny, 1993) has also been extremely few. Nonetheless, studies have shown that this parents-
adolescent dynamic influences the social world of adolescents. Their functional role in the social world is 
interrelated with the way they connect to attachment figures especially with parents as their primary care givers. 
Reorganization and restructuring of their social world occurs constantly. This involves changes in the parent-child 
relationship from a largely asymmetrically structured relationship to a bond based on recognition of self and others 
as individuals. 
Current studies on parental attachment have investigated the impact of separation  on the adjustment process. 
The studies have also focused on the shift of attachment from parents to peers  (Volz, & Kerig, 2010; Noriah, 2000; 
Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley & Gibbs, 1995; Kenny, & Rice, 1995; Brack et. al, 1993; Holmbeck & Wandrei, 1993; 
Kenny, 1987, 1990; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Lapsley, Rice & Fitzgerald, 1990; Rice, Fitzgerald, Whaley, & 
Gibbs, 1995). Studies conducted by Lapsley et al. (1990) and Kenny (1990) found that there were no differences of 
felt attachment to parents or peers between students from different age group and their quality of attachment to both 
parents seems to be stable over time.  Allen and Miga (2010) and Kenny (1990), however, suggested that first-year 
students have difficulty making friend because they lost the parental attachment bonds. Kenny and Donaldson 
(1992) suggested that characteristics of secure attachment, rather than parental detachment, are particularly crucial 
to adaptive social and psychological functioning. This has an extremely significant implication towards the 
development of trust and communication between parents and their children. 
Although Malaysian students who studied overseas experience increasing intervals of parental inaccessibility, 
their confidence on the parental commitment remains crucial (Noriah, 1999). Familial-parental bonds represent a 
significant role in the development of healthy parental-child attachment.  However, as individuals mature and gain 
independence the sense of security fostered by their parents decreases (Lamb, 2010; Greenberg, Siegel & Leitch, 
1984). Nonetheless, Ainsworth (1989) believes that parents continue to exert a strong influence on adolescents' well-
being even though there are certain developmental changes in the nature of parental attachment during the 
adolescent stage.  These changes will lead to adolescents gaining separation from parents, yet maintaining healthy 
parental attachment. Concomitantly, Armsden and Greenberg (1987), suggest that  the following three factors shape 
the quality of parental-child attachment:  (1) trust, (2) communication, and (3) feeling of alienation.  All three 
factors contribute to the quality of parental attachment, either positively or negatively (Bogels, & Brechman-
Toussaint, 2006; Ainsworth et al, 1978; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Bloom, 1980;  Bowlby, 1988). Therefore, the 
present study  aims to explore the following (a) themes that describe trust, and communication, and (b) how do male 




 Trust is a pervasive attitude that infers an understanding of goodness, as well as, confidence in the sameness, and 
continuity of the other (Erickson, 1950). Trust also increases confidence in relationships (Larzelere & Huston, 
1980). When two people do not trust each other, they will be more reluctant to share their feelings and dreams. 
According to Erikson, in many ways trust is parallel to attachment. Both are determined from early infancy and are 
profoundly influenced by the quality of the mother-child relationship and the maternal sensitivity to the child’s 
needs. Trust is “felt security”, perceived by late adolescents as provided by their attachment figures (Armsden & 
Greenberg, 1987). It is manifested by the show of understanding, respect, and responsiveness from caregivers to the 
adolescents’ needs, desires, and perceptions. Trust promotes self-disclosure and is an integral element in relationship 
building. According to Holmes and Rempel (1989), trust is not a static concept, but intensely fluid in nature. In this 




Communication is the way individuals relate to others, and it is a constant, irreversible, active process (Ackard, 
Neumark-Sztainer, Story, & Perry, 2010). This process involves communicators who occupy different but 
overlapping environments. They are simultaneously senders and receivers of messages many of which are distorted 
by physical and psychological noise (Adler, Rosenfeld & Towne, 1992).  Effective communication between 
individuals and their caregivers is essential in developing healthy attachment from young. It helps in developing 
trust and the feeling of trustworthiness between the two individuals during their period of interaction. 
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  In this study, communication is defined as the perceived verbal and nonverbal communicating activities that 
take place between adolescents and their attachment figures.  The communication can take place as a result of direct 
contact between individuals and their significant others or symbolic communication that does not involve direct 
contact.  This symbolic form could be transmitted through mail such as letters, electronic mail, or telephone. 
 
2. Methodology 
2.1. Research Design and Procedures 
The study used a case study design as the research strategy. Such design allows the researcher to analyze an 
issue in considerable depth to provide a critical understanding of certain phenomena (Yin, 2006). In case study, the 
researcher selects research participants based on inclusion criteria set by the researcher. In this case study the criteria 
were (a) the students must be academically talented, (b) they must be in their freshman or junior years, (c) aged 
between 19 to 25, (d) studying in the United states, and (e) received a scholarship given by the Malaysian 
government. The researcher used an interview protocol to collect the data for the study. The researcher contacted the 
students through the Malaysian Student Organization at the chosen University in the United States. The organization 
provided a name list of all Malaysian students studying at the respective university. The researcher contacted the 
participants through telephone and set the appointments for interviews. 
 
2.2. Sample and Population 
 
A total of 98 Malaysian academically talented students studying at various universities in the Mid-West region 
of the United states, participated in the study (43 male, 55 female). These students achieved a minimum of 9As in 
the high school national examination prior to receiving a scholarship to study overseas. Eight of these students 
participated in the in-depth interview, and 90 participated in the focus group interviews (nine groups, 10 participants 
per group). These students were studying at five different universities in the United States. The students age was 
between 18 to 25 years and were in their freshman and junior years. 
. 
2.2. Data Collection and Data Analysis 
The researcher developed an interview protocol based on research conducted by Armsden and Greenberg (1987) 
and Bowlby (1988). According to Yin (1996), the use of the protocol will increase the validity of the study. 
The protocol has 24 open-ended questions related to parental attachment. The in-depth interview protocol followed 
the focus group interview format. There were 5 sets of questions: opening, introductory, transition, key and ending 
questions. 
       The in-depth interviews took place at the participants’ home, while the focus group interviews took place at a 
designated room at each participating universities. The researcher interviewed eight participants twice over a period 
of 7 months. The researcher also interviewed ninety students for the focus group (10 students per group). The 
researcher took five months to complete the focus group interviews. The researcher transcribed the interviews and 
coded the data into the nodes in NVIVO. Each node represents a theme that was found in the data. Each coded 
data were considered as one unit of analysis (Yin, 1996). Once completed the researcher used coding and matrix 
coding queries in NVIVO to examine the salient themes pertaining to trust and communication. The researcher also 
used the queries to examine patterns of trust and communication the students have with their parents. 
 
2.3 Reliability and Validity 
 
The researcher used the inter-rater degree of agreement to examine the reliability of the data. Three experts in the 
counselling field, independently compare the coding schemes developed by the researcher after the first in-depth and 
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focus group interviews were completed. The researcher gave the experts definition of trust and communication used 
in the study. The researcher also chose 50 unit of analysis (25 for trust,  and 25 for communication) from the data 
coded at the nodes. Using the Cohen’s Kappa formula, the researcher calculated the reliability value for each expert. 
The reliability index (k) value was calculated by averaging the three values. The process yielded a high-k value (k = 
.85). The researcher discussed with the experts over disagreed unit of analysis and made changes to the definition of 




Frequency count on the unit of analysis coded at each theme shows that, six themes emerged for trust, and four 
themes emerged  for communication. The six themes for trust were  (1) responsiveness, (2) understanding, (3) 
shared trust, (4) expectation, (5) respect and (6) accessibility. The four themes for communication were (1) 




Table 1 shows the frequency count on the unit of analysis for each theme. The highest frequency count is for 
responsiveness (398), followed by understanding (342), shared trust (270), expectation (197), respect (123) and 
accessibility (98).  
 
Table 1: Frequency Count on Unit of Analysis That Described Trust 
 
Themes for Trust 
Types of Interviews Number of 
Participants 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
In-depth Interview 8 102 88 69 51 34 27 
Focus group 90 296 254 221 146 89 71 
           
Total 98 398 342 270 197 123 98       
(1 – Responsiveness, 2 – Understanding, 3 – Shared Trust, 4 – Expectation, 5 – Respect, 6 – Accessibility) 
 
The data show that responsiveness was the most prominent theme that contributed to the development of trust 
between parents and participants. The participants described responsiveness as; (a) how fast their parents responded 
to their needs in times of crisis (promptness), (b) parents attentive behaviors, and (c) support and care of the well-
being of the participants. The participants suggested that their parents were extremely fast in responding to crisis (“I 
told them I need the money to pay for my rent, and the next day I saw more money in my account”).   This  was  
always  true  even when the parents were exceptionally busy.  
However, the participant also suggested that their parents were overly concerned with their well-being (“take 
care, I do not want you to get sick”, “Do not travel alone..what if anything happen to you?"). The data also show 
that, for male participants, the concerned were around the issue of coping with the household chores (“do you know 
how to..”, and taking care of personal needs (“do you need extra…”). For the female participants, the biggest 
concern was their social life (“Do not go to parties like what I saw in televisyen.. remember you are a girl”). Several 
male participants said that their parents were more concerned, supportive, and accommodating. However, this was 
less mentioned by the female participants. In general, the participants agreed that mothers were more responsive 
than fathers.  
As suggested by several participants, it is necessary for both parents and children to understand each other’s 
predicament because it helps in developing the parent-child trust. Understanding was seen as; (a) parental 
understanding (“I know that you are worried..”), (b) patience displayed by parents (“OK.. I am listening.. tell me 
what happened”), and (c) parents’ willingness to compromise (“Never mind...go and have the holiday with your 
friends, but return next raya [Eid]”). 
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 The participants agreed that, in general, mothers were more understanding than fathers. According to them, 
fathers tended to take an indefinite reaction (“talk to your mother, she knows better,”  or  “Discuss this with your 
mother first”) when confronted with issues related to the participants’ social life. Therefore, the participants felt 
more comfortable discussing personal issues with their mothers than with their fathers.   
Another prevailing theme that emerged was shared trust between parents and participants. The participants 
agreed that shared trust was crucial in their parent-child relationship. Two essential elements that contributed to 
shared trust were; (a) sincerity, and (b) honesty. Several participants suggested that they had to prove they could be 
trusted, before their parents actually trusted them (“You make the gred first.. then I know that you studied”,  “I 
will show you what I bought with the extra money…”. Nonetheless, one participant who experienced death in the 
family said that she will never trust her father again because “No.. I must always check…he did not tell me that my 
mother was seriously ill and dying… I could have gone home and take my exam later”. Many participants also 
indicated that it was difficult to establish shared trust, especially with parents who seemed to be “suspicious with my 
every move”,  but,  once  they  developed  the  trust,  they  will  do  everything  to  keep  it.  Shared  trust  was  also  shown  
through the parents’ willingness to trust the participants’ judgments, the amount of personal space given to the 
participants, and willingness to allow the participants to make their own decisions (“it is up to you..”).  
The participants suggested that their parents would trust them more if they were able to meet their parents 
expectation (in academic and social life) (“OK I am not going to remind you again .. last quarter you did well..”). 
The better they are at meeting their parents’ expectations the higher the trust level they received from their parents. 
Majority of the participants indicated that their parents expected them to reduced their social activities so that they 
could produce excellent results (“You are there to study, not to party around”). These expectations were also 
associated with “saving the family’s name” or “saving the parents’ face” to avoid any “show of indecent behaviors”.  
Conversely, several participants suggested that they expected their parents to help when they experienced crisis, 
or in need of financial assistance. They also expected their parents to help make decisions that would affect their 
future, to accept them for who they are, and in their abilities to pursue their academic careers. It was fascinating to 
note that parents’ and participants’ expectations were not at all parallel. While parents’ expectations were 
centered on academic issues, the participants’ expectations were revolved around the need to feel loved, to be 
listened to, and to be recognized for their abilities to make sound judgments and timely decisions. 
The participants suggested that the ability to respect, was a sign that one had an appropriate upbringing. Several 
participants even suggested that: “If I do not respect my parents, my kids will not respect me”, and added that “my 
parents taught me that what you do to your parents now will be reflected back to you in the future.” The participants 
viewed parent-child respect as; (a) respecting choices and decisions, (b) helping to make decisions, and (c) equal 
treatment, and (d) valuing opinions. Participants also agreed that respect had to be shared in order for them to feel 
comfortable in the parent-child relationship.  
The idea of accessibility included (a) being accessible at all times (“I just have to call or write to mom”), and (b) 
providing emotional support (“when I cried she did not say I am childish”). Majority of the participants suggested 
that mothers were more accessible than fathers, particularly during crisis. Participants agreed that their mothers 
maintained this relational feature throughout their childhood and into adulthood. This resulted in the participants 




Table 2 shows the frequency count on the unit of analysis for each theme that describes communication. The 
highest frequency count is for extensiveness (359), followed by quantity (284), quality (227), and modes of 
communication (88). Several participants suggested that the extensiveness of information shared with their parents 
was a strong indicator to the quality of their parental attachment. However, the amount of information shared 
depended on (a) the issue, and (b) comfort in sharing. They were willing to share information related to academic 
work (“I told them I had to drop a few courses, but I did not tell them about my boyfriend”). Participants who 
identified as having stronger attachment bond with parents, particularly their mothers, shared information more 
extensively. Several female participants felt uncomfortable sharing information about their personel life with their 
parents because the parents nagged (“I told them about him… and their response were … remember you are Muslim 
and Malaysian … you cannot go out at night with him, do not go to his house alone…”). The male participants, on 
the other hand, felt uncertain about the amount of information they would be willing to share with their parents 
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(“Sometimes I tell them more.. sometimes none.. I suppose it depends on how I feel about the issue”, “I do not know.. 
maybe I will tell them, maybe not”).  
Quality of communication was reflected by; (a) show of effort in communication, (b) encouragement, and (c) 
comfort level. Many participants agreed that their parents’ style of communication consisted mainly of advice 
giving. This frustrated many participants who preferred their parents to listen while maintaining an adult-to-adult 
communication. Participants who were more willing to share personal information had better communication with 
their parents than those who were not willing to share personal information. Almost all participants agreed that their 
mothers provided better communication as compared to their fathers (“It is easier to talk to my mom than my dad”). 
The participants suggested that, mothers were more understanding, compassionate, and made an effort listen to the 
them. 
The participants described the amount of communication as the number of times they communicated with their 
parents in a year. Many participants suggested that they communicated with their parents at least twice a year via 
telephone (“I will call then during Eid, and birthdays”). Participants who regularly communicated with their parents 
while they were in boarding schools, continue to communicate at least once a month via telephone, email or letters 
(“Yes, I am used to calling them, so I just continue…”). However, several male participants said that 
they seldom call their parents because “I do not want to create any issue with them”.  
Almost all participants indicated that their primary way of communicating was by writing letters (“I just write.. it 
is cheap. It is Ok if they do not reply”). Telephone calls were limited because some parents live in the rural areas and 
had to rely on public telephone. Several participants also suggested that their parents were not exposed to the use of 
Internet for communication, even when “the computer shop is near to my house”). Those who lived in suburban or 
urban areas, and have a home computer wired to the Internet, mentioned communicating through email. Since email 
is free, this saved them money and time.  
The female participants also suggested that, the way they communicate depended on the messages they wanted 
to deliver, and who would receive the message. They would relayed academic and financial issues 
through telephone as well as writing letters to both parents. However, several female prefer to use 
the telephone when communicating personal issues with mothers, but choose to write letters to fathers if necessary. 
They cited that their mothers were more empathic, and, therefore, would listen to them attentively as compared to 
their fathers. This pattern is not obvious among the male participants. Regardless of issues, they would use 
any mode of communication that is accessible to them. 
 
Table 2: Frequency Count on Unit of Analysis That Described Communication 
 





1 2 3 4 
In-depth 
Interview 
8 86 68 48 31 
Focus group 90 273 216 179 57 
Total 98 359 284 227 88 
1 – Quality of Communication, 2 – Quantity of Communication,  
3 – Modes of Communication  
 
4. Discussion and Conclusion 
Data from the present study highlighted six elements required to build trust between parents and their children. 
The elements are; responsiveness, understanding, shared trust, expectation, respect and accessibility. These findings 
partially supported Erikson’s (1950) concept of basic trust. He suggested that basic trust is manifested by the show 
of understanding, respect, and responsiveness from caregivers to the adolescents’ needs, desires, and perceptions. 
Concomitantly, participants in this study seemed to have the basic parent-child trust because the three elements 
mentioned by Erikson (1950) were also mentioned by them. It also supported Trembley (1996) concept of 
trustworthiness and shared trust between two individuals. When both caregivers and careseekers response, and 
understand each other’s needs, share information that will benefit the others, trust will develop. In view of this, 
Gutman (1992) suggested that “trust is an individual’s characteristic belief that one can rely on others' sincerity, 
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benevolence,  or  truthfulness  of  others”  (p.  989).  However,  this  study  also  shows  that  respect,  one  of  the  most  
significant relationship building element in Asian culture, is a significant element in increasing the quality of parent-
child trust. The only impediment is, the respect mentioned has a one way direction; children to parents. The 
participants were expected to respect their parents, but not vice verse. They had to earn their parents’ respect by 
being obedience.  
Two other new elements emerged as contributing factors to the development of trust are; expectation and 
accessibility. The researcher sees this in relation to the cultural milieu of Asians people. Parents have high 
expectation  of  their  children,  for  example,  they  want  their  children  to  be  successful  in  all  life  domains,  
and constantly uphold the family’s name. They also expect their older children to care for their siblings, to be the 
siblings’ role model, and make decisions with family’s consents. The stories told by the participants reflected these 
expectations. Another element, accessibility, have to do with the concept of nucleus family that governs Asian 
family system. Parents are expected provide for their children until they form their own family unit; hence they are 
always accessible. Trust between children and parents develop partly when children can reach out to their parents 
and know that help is available when needed. These findings supported Bowlby’s (1988) notion regarding 
accessibility of parents and healthy development among children.  
Four elements emerged when the students talked about communication between themselves and their parents. 
The elements are; extensiveness, quantity, quality and modes of communication. Data from the study shows that the 
female students’ communication patterns were more consistent as compared to the male students. However, the 
communication leaned towards mothers who provides more empathic understanding, listened attentively and 
more passionate about their children. These findings supported Bowlby’s (1988) argument that mothers are 
better provider than fathers when comes to psychological support. Mothers are the safety net because they have the 
natural instinct to ensure children’s safety exist over time.  
In conclusion, the evidence presented helps to illuminate the two factors (trust and communication) that 
could sustain or hinder healthy parental attachment between children and parents. However, the present study 
represents only a beginning step toward learning, understanding and articulating issues of trust and communication 
in attachment processes of Malaysian students. In general, Malaysian and Asian communities are built upon 
the idea of extended family; a complicated network of family systems that involve hierarchy and status. Within these 
systems, many healthy and unhealthy intimate, emotional bonds developed; these emotional bonds 
might encourage or hamper children’s self-exploratory abilities. Development of healthy attachment behavior 
is crucial for children to feel self-assured and self-competent in breaking away from the whole system 
and become an individual. 
 
5. Recommendations For Future Research 
 
The study of trust and communication within the attachment theory among Malaysian university students could 
provide valuable information about the different ways in which Asian students displayed their attachment behaviors. 
Their patterns of relational history with significant others in Malaysia could provide a basic understanding of their 
current relational behaviors. In view of finding, the researcher would like to make the following recommendations 
for future research:  
 
a. The sample obtained in this study was not representative of the divorce rate among parents of Malaysian 
college-age students. Studies have shown that parental, marital conflict is 
associated with adjustment difficulties among college students, particularly women. Therefore, the impact 
of parental, marital status on trust and communication that lead to healthy attachment bond needs to be 
explored.  
b. Due to the influence of extended family on Asian children’s mental and emotional development, future 
researchers should examine the complex relationships between cross-parenting styles, and 
their influence on the development of trust and communication among the children  
c. Future researchers should also examine the differing impacts mothers and fathers have on their children’s 
trust, and communication in developing healthy attachment bond. 
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